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ABSTRACT 



This paper examines the written use of the "be after V-ing" 
construction since the reintroduction of English into Ireland. Information 
comes from publications beginning in 1670, including 193 works by 87 authors 
providing 1,316 tokens of the construction. Results support Filppula's (1999) 
view of historical change in the use of this construction in Irish English. 
The shift from prospective to perfective meanings occurred throughout the 
19th century. The diachronic pattern of use that was revealed provides a link 
between the historical picture of Bliss' (1979) anthology and modern 
grammatical accounts. The construction has undergone change in a process that 
has passed through four stages: 17th and 18th centuries ("be after V-ing" 
carries mainly prospective meanings, referring to future and non-actual 
states) ; early 19th century (while use of "be after V-ing" in prospective 
senses remains strong, half of all occurrences are now perfect) ; late 19th 
century (perfective connotations become more common as the use of "be after 
V-ing" in prospective senses continues to fall) ; and 20th century (the 
construction ceases to carry prospective meanings altogether, becoming almost 
exclusively perfective) . The study highlights the value of examining the 
existing record of written Irish English usage. (Contains 58 references.) 
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Introduction 

The be after V-ing construction of Irish English (hereafter IE) 1 is usually 
regarded as a perfect tense conveying 'hot-news' meanings, i.e., it refers 
to situations in the recent or immediate past that may be assumed to be 
'news' for addressees (McCawley 1973). By and large, this view is 
consistent with modern accounts of the construction (e.g.. Bliss 1984; 
Harris 1984a, 1984b; Kallen 1989), although other perfective 2 
understandings appear to be gaining greater currency in certain varieties 
of IE, notably Dublin English (Kallen 1990, 1991). However, it has also 
been clear, at least since Bliss (1979), that the historical record shows a 
very different picture, in which many instances cannot be read as 
perfective, because they obviously refer to future or non-actual events 
(cf. also discussion in Kallen 1990). There is a tradition of simply 
dismissing such usages as non-native, rather than trying to explain them 
in context (e.g., Bartley 1954; Greene 1966; Todd 1999). 3 

Recently, however, Filppula (1999) has suggested that an old 
meaning with future time-reference gave way to a new one with past 
time-reference by the first half of the nineteenth century. This is an echo 
of Kelly's (1989) argument that the earlier IE evidence is consistent with 
an origin in dialects of England in which be after V-ing refers to an action 
that is about to take place, as exemplified in the English Dialect Dictionary 
(1898:21-22; cf. below, pp.8-9). This is an improvement on outright 



1 'Irish English' refers here to all varieties of English spoken in Ireland, north and south; others cited 
may use 'Hiberno-English' or 'Anglo-Irish' with the same reference. 

2 'Perfective' is used without the implications of the distinction between 'perfective' and ’perfect’ tenses 
in languages like Russian; it is useful for the current discussion to have an adjectival form. 

3 Hickey's (e.g., 1997:1003f., 2000:100f.) attempt to regard the usages in Bliss’ texts as combinations of 
irrealis and perfective implies equivalence between modern IE If you don't hurry up, they'll be after 
leaving by the time you get there and examples from Bliss (1979:299-300) like You will be after being damn'd 
and He will not be after hanging his Countrymen. This, I think, is a misreading of the historical data. 
While Hickey's modern IE example can be read as equivalent to a Standard English future perfect 
('they will have left'), such interpretations of the early examples (’You will have been damn’d' and 'He 
will not have hanged his countrymen') seem unlikely. It makes more sense to read the early IE 
examples as having prospective meanings in the sense of Comrie (1976:64), i.e., 'You are going to be 
damned' and 'He is not going to/is not about to/does not intend to hang his countrymen'. 




